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A LITERPu~Y SURVEY OF AGE OF LOUIS XIV 
Let us imagine ourselves transported to Paris in 
the year 1638. The city is very different in appearance 
from the Paris of the present day. We see no asphalt pave-
ments; no Magdalen Church; no Rue Rivoli. The Tuileries, 
the Louvre, the Invalides, the Pantheon are not finished; 
and the boulevards and streets, hereafter to be the most 
beautiful in the world, are in a primitive condition. Louis 
, XIII is on the throne; the Huguenots have been subdued; 
Richelieu, hated alike by the king and the king's enemies , 
is still ascendant, because Louis cannot govern .without him. 
The French queen, Anne of Austria, has now for twenty years 
longed, even as a Jewish matron, to become the mother, as 
she was the daughter and the wife of a king. At last her 
prayer is heard and on the fifth of September, 1638, an in-
fant is born to her. Looking back to that day with out lib-
erty loving sentiments, we can enter but partially into the 
joy that a man-child is there born into the world; for he is 
to become the ruler who shall say, "I am the State," and who 
shall carry out to its extreme that principle of absolutism 
which makes the nation's life a pulsation from the sovereign's 
heart and its political action merely an expression of his 
will. This man is to sit in the place of God, making law even 
for the conscience. His reign is to inaugurate a golden age 
of literature and culture which will extend beyond the 
boundaries of France and bring within its compass all the im-
portant countries of Europe. 
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Perhaps no century in the world's history has made 
greater contributions to civilization than the one we are now 
considering. It was in the beginning of the 17th century that 
Shakespeare composed his incomparable tragedies. At about the 
same time wrote "Rare" Ben Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher. 
Jeremy Taylor, the "Shakespeare of Divines," wrote "Holy Liv-
ing and Dying," which containes :passages of rare poetic 
beauty and organ-like volmne. Richard Baxter, a Puritan author, 
published "Saints' Rest" and Izaak Walton, his "Compleat 
Angler," full of simple piety and out-of-door nature . After 
the Restoration, there were Dryden, noted for his satires; 
John Locke, whose works illustrate the common sense and un-
spiritual tone of his age; Milton,in blindness, dictated to 
his daughter the immortal epic, "Paradise Lost;" Bunyan, shut 
up in Bedford jail, wrote"Pilgrim's Progress;" Defoe wrote 
"Robinson Crusoe" and Swift "Gulliver's Travels." Philosophy 
made rapid progress in this century. Francis Bacon was 
author of the inductive method which teaches men to deduce the 
laws of Nature by observation. Descartes led ·men to reason 
for themselves rather than to search for authority, thus :per-
forming for metaphysics the same service that Bacon had for 
natural science . In Holland was Spinoza, who has influenced 
many of the greatest thinkers of the world, though, as Hallam 
says, "he did not essentially differ from the Pantheists of 
old." In Germany was Leibnitz in whose encyplopedic mind 
philosophy, medicine, theology, jurisprudence, diplomacy and 
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mathematics were all methodically arranged. At this time, 
there were phenomenal achievement s in science. Galileo in-
vented the telescope; Newton explained the theory of colors 
and discovered the law of gravitation; Torricelli of Florence 
invented the barometer; Harvey di scovered the circulation of 
the blood; Napier, by means of logarithms, simplified math-
ematical processes; the pendulum was applied to the clock; 
Pascal discovered that air has weight; Kepler work.ed out 
three laws of planetary motion. Artists were not idle. Ru-
bens , Van Dyck, and Rembrandt were producing masterpieces in 
the Netherlands; Velasquez and Muril lo in Spain, and Salvator 
Rosa in Italy. Christopher Wr en , the famous architect , 
planned St. Paul's Cathedral. In 1685 John Sebastian Bach 
was born in Eisenoch, Germany; he made modern music possible 
by establishing our modern scale system and his works as com-
poser have given him a most i mportant place in musical history. 
In the same year was born George Frederick Handel, whose 
masterpiece, "The Messiah," is an inspiration to all Christians. 
Enough has been said in this paragraph to show that the infant 
son of Anne of Austria is born into an extraordinary environ-
ment, and when he becomes a man he will use his absolute 
power to encourage every form of culture with an eye for his 
own gl.ory. He will found the French Academy of Sciences. 
By means of his vast resources, he will subsidize authors, 
scientists, artists, and musicians and he will be able to 
give them such a secure financial backing that they will be 
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more free to develop their various forms of genius than could 
ever be possible under a republican form of government. 
Louis XIV came to the throne in 1643; at the age 
of five, and began to rule in person in 1661. Roughly 
speaking, we may say that the two centuries between the ac- · 
cession of Louis XI in 1461 and the virtual beginning of the 
reign of Louis XIV in 1661 include the disintegration of the 
feudal system and the rise of absolutism. During these two 
hundred years, a standard of life in government, in manners, 
in art, was being formed. This standard of life was brought 
to its height and exercised full authority in the strong, 
successful years of Louis XIV. When he began to rule per-
sonally, after the death of Mazarin, the friends of peace and 
order hoped that · he might :prove a powerful king, even though 
he should be a tyrant. The convulsions of religious war had 
been calmed by the :popularity and virile strength of his 
grandfather, . Henry IV, and France had been held quiet for a 
few years by the great minister Sully and the able minister 
Richelieu • . ,But she had relapsed into disorder again, in the 
civil war called the Fronde, and the accompanying anarchy 
between Richelieu's death in 1642 and the memorable year 
1661 when Louis XIV took control of the government. There 
was, therefore, no opposition and great satisfaction when the 
young king seized the occasion :prepared for him by the fail-
ures of other men and the long results of time, and settled 
himself securely on his throne as an absolute monarch. The 
stability of the throne became an unquestionable fact. The 
unity of the nation was assured by the king's supremacy. 
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There was an i~~ediate cessation of religious strife, and Church 
and State became each the other's guarantee. An adm.inistra-
tive system was developed, minute in detail, but simple in its 
source of authority, the king's will. Paris became more than 
ever the heart of France. Never was a king more industrious. 
"With calendar and watch in hand," wrote Saint Simon, "one 
could at a _distance of 300 leagues, predict what he was doing." 
Colbert, whom Mme. de Sevigne had fitly termed "le nord," as-
sisted in the work of organization. He was an indefatigable 
worker and prepared for his royal master a dossier on every 
conceivable matter: law, commerce, politics, war, and even 
painting and literature. He modernized the fiscal and legal 
system. France was entrenched within borders of a frontier 
easily accessible by Vauban. She planted colonies in America. 
Africa, Madagas car, and among. islands of the West, pushing 
out operations of her · trading companies to India and the 
Spice Islands of the East; she enjoyed pre-eminence through 
treaty over all other European powers at court of Sultan and 
in trade of Levant; and she was on the point of gaining in-
fluence, hitherto unparalleled over a vast expanse of the 
empire of China, through her Jesuit missionaries. 
Mindful of the disasters produced by the Fronde, the 
monarch bent every energy to organize glory in concrete form. 
However varied the manifestations of glory, they must center 
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about the king. Colbert became minister of fine arts. He 
awarded pensions to scholars and writers, acted as vice-pro-
tector of Academy, and gave employment t o artists and archi-
tects; in short, he directed the intellectual life of the 
country with the same masterful design as he did the finances 
and the laws. But it was Louis himself who created Versailles, 
the vast stage of French grandeur, the symbol of absolutism. 
The Palace with its galleries, yard, park, and fountain em-
bodied the art of Mansart, Le Notre, Le Brun, and Perrault 
and was planned to admit a multitude, as spectators and 
workers. The court was exclusive only as training made it so. 
It is noteworthy that the main talents of the reign were of 
bourgeois extraction: Racine, Boileau, Moliere, Fontaine. 
Only La Rochefoucauld, Madame de La Fayette and Saint Simon 
were of hereditary noble class. Yet noble·, cleric, or bour-
geois, it was part of Louis ·' deliberate plan to make them all 
contribute to his fame. To ignore such a king was practically 
to forego worldly success. 
Aristides did ·not better deserve the title of "Just" 
than Louis XIV that of "le Grand Monarque." He was the first 
great monarch in Europe who made the perfection of court the 
essential part of his system of politics. lfirrored there in 
a tiny b.ut radiant sphere was to be found all which makes life 
beautiful. Intellect, birth, genius, beauty, culture, states-
manship, art, and devotion, all were set forth there in an 
admirable system of order, but each one shone with reflected 
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light from the rays of the king, their sun. Not unwittingly 
did Louis adopt the sun as his type. According to his theory 
of government, he was the centre, the life-giving principle 
of the system in which he ruled. Success of all kinds , no 
matter by whome achieved, was laid as a trophy at his feet. 
There was supposed to be a real solidarity between the king 
and all the interests of his realm. In nothing is this bet-
ter illustrated than in his relation to literature. Almost 
all the writers of his time were sooner or later admitted 
to court and received personally his encouragement or blame. 
He did not hesitate to propose new subjects for their pens, 
and his suggestions were commands. 
There is probably no other point in modern history 
which can be so well called the culminating point of a long 
period as the point in French history when Louis XIV began 
_to rule in person. There is probably no other time when a 
definite national ideal has taken shape so fully and expressed 
itself so broadly and along so many lines. The system of life 
under Lou~s XIV was perfect of its kind. Granting the divine 
right of an absolute monarch at all, it must be admitted that 
perfection was attained during this ' reign in most of the 
forms of national greatness. In manners as in administration, 
in language as in dress and etiquette, in thought, and in 
literature, we may always discover the grand tone. In fact 
we may say that the unfailing presence and abundance of the 
grand tone is what distinguishes the literature of this age. 
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Harper, in "Masters of French Literature , " says, "It is its 
grand tone which gives this literature a 'posi.tion of authority 
and makes us say of it that it is classical. It was royal 
in purpose and use. It was produced, much of it, directly 
for the king's approval, and in accordance with what was sun-
"" 
posed to be his taste. It has the qualities of royalty; it 
is marked by decorum, reserve, dignity. It has the aristo-
cratic habit of reverent retrospection upon what is best in 
the past, with an easy disregard many times for what is press-
ing and clamorous in the present. It has polish, fineness, 
wit, just enough erudition, not too much vigor." 
In considering a few typical writers of this period, 
it will be an easy task to show how they conformed to the 
conventional classical ideals, but it is my purpose not only 
. tq do this but to bedome acquaintedwith the personality of 
each one and to discover how, in some cases, the real .self 
appears in spite of the reverence for tradition and form. 
Blaise Pascal, the profoundest thinker of this 
period, has given us "Lettres Provinciales" ~nd "Pensees" 
which are among the noblest and most enduring works of French 
philosophy. Contrary to the spirit of the 17th century, 
these works abound in the personal element. As we read them, 
we are impressed by the sincerity of the man. ' The most vital 
thing in his life was religion and he puts his whole heart 
and soul into his writings in the hope of vindicating 
Christianity . Chateaubriand has well described him in these 
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words: "There was a man, who , at 12 years of age, with bars 
and hoops invented mathematics; at 16, wrote the most learned 
treatise on conic sections that had been seen for centuries; 
at 19, reduced to machinery a science which exists entirely 
in the mind; at 23, demonstrated the phenomenon of the weight 
of the air, and destroyed one of the great errors of ancient 
physics; who at the age when other men scarce begin to live, 
having run through the circle of human sciences, perceived 
their insufficiency, and turned his thoughts to religion . 
Between that time and his death, though always infirm and suf-
fering, he established the language which Bossuet and Racine 
spoke; and in his writings gave specimens of the most perfect 
pleasantry, as well as the most profound logic; and finally, 
in the brief intervals of pain, resolved, by abstraction, one 
of the most difficult :problems in geometry, and left on 
paper thoughts which seem as much divine as human." In 1646, 
Pascal became interested in Jansenism; in 1654, he renounced 
worldly pursuits and in 1655 joined the Jansenist Society of 
Port-Royal, just in time to take part in the famous quarrel 
which the Jesuits were forcing upon the Jansenists. It was 
in this quarrel, in defense of Dr . Arnauld, that Pascal wrote 
those masterpieces, perfect examples of keen and cutting 
a-
irony, "Lettres Provinciales. '' The first appe,red (1656) under 
the title de "Lettre ecrite a un provincial par un de ses amis 
I 
sur le sujet des disputes presentes de la Sorbonne." The 
seventeen others were published in the same year and in the 
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three first months of the following. The collection of 
eighteen Provinciales was entitled: "Lettres de Louis de Mon-
talte a un provincial de ses amis et aux RR. PP. jesuites sur 
' la morale et la :politique de ces peres . " Pascal had taken a 
pseudonym, but his manner of writing was so natural, so naive, 
so strong that the author was at once recognized. In the 
first three Provinciales, Pascal discussed the theological 
points at issue between Jesuits and Jansenists. With the 
fourth, he drops the question of "le pouvoir :prochain" et"la 
grace suffisante" and he attacks the Fathers for their moral 
laxness. He accuses the Jesuits of the sin of expediency 
which has always been associated with them. He says that 
either in the interest of religion itself or for their order, 
they wished to secure as many members as possible. Hence they 
made their doctrines and requirements easy. He also accused 
the Fathers of stifling the personality of all who entered 
their order. The success of "Les Provinciales" was immense. 
At this :point, we must note that this little volume marks a 
date in French literature. Here we have for the first time 
a work written in prose which is really classic. Voltaire 
says,"Le premier livre de genie qu'on vit en prose fut le re-
cueil des Provinciales." Also he said, "Les comedies de 
Moliere n'ont pas plus de sel que les premieres Provinciales, 
Bossuet n'a rien de plus pathetique que les dernieres." 
Georges Pellissier emphasizes Voltaire's words by saying: 
"Il y a dans les Provinciales w1e force et une verve comiques 
que Moliere seul egalera; e t , par exemple, le personnage de 
j~suite qui nous y est peint vaut, pour sa v~rit~ 'nalve, 1 
les meilleures creations de l'auteur du Tartufe. Quant a 
Bossuet, s'il a plus de pompe que Pascal, il a sans doute 
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mains de trempe: il n'a pas cet t e concision nerveuse e t cette 
I I I 
vehemence . Et dire que Pasqal allie le genie de Bossuet au 
genie de Moliere, ce n'est pas enc ore assez. De la familiar-
ite au sublime, du plaisant au pathetique, les Provinciales 
passent par tous les tons, par toutes les nuances interme-
I I diaires et toutes les sortes d'eloquence y sont renfermees." 
After finishing the "Provinciales," the thoughts of 
Pascal were almost constantly on the problems of life and im-
mortality and the comparative unimportance of all things 
else; it wa s during this period, from 1657 until his death, 
that he wrote the "Pens~es" which he intended ultimately to 
unite in a "Defense of the Christian Religion . " In this work 
he was planning to give the facts of religion a force and 
certitude which none could fail to apprecia.te, but, on ac-
count of delicate health, he was unable to finish it. He 
claims that there are contradictions in the nature of man 
which only the Christian religion can explain. The book is 
divided into t wo fundamental parts, one dealing with the 
misery of man, the ot her, with his grandeur. The misery of 
man.-- Man is inca pable of reaching truth. "La raison hu-
maine ne concoit rien de veri t able et de solide. Il n'y a en 
elle aucun fondement de certitude."--Man is incapable of 
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reaching justice. "C'est la coutume qui fait toute l'equite. 
Ne pouvant faire que ce qui est juste fut fort, on a fait que 
" ce qui est fort fut just."-- Man is incapable of reaching hap-
piness. "~uelle meilleure preuve que nos divertissements? 
Et ces divertissements ne nous donnent point la paix de l'ame. 
Voyons-y la plus grande des mi sere s humaines."-- Man is in-
capable of attaining virtue. 11 Il n'y au monde que concupis-
cence de la chair, ou concupiscence des yeux, ou orgueil de 
la vie." The grandeur of man . -- V.Ih.at makes man great? "C'est 
I la connaissance, c'est la pensee, c'est la raison. L'homme 
n'est qu'un roseau, ma is il est un roseau pensant. Outre la 
pensee, c'est aussi son coeur qui le rend grand." Pascal's 
comparison of the opposite sides of man's nature reminds us 
of Stevenson's psychologica l study of "Dr. Jekyll and Mr . Hyde" 
and also bears a close resemblance to the comparison of the 
Psalmist: "When I consider thy heavens, t he work of thyfingers, 
the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained: what is man, 
that thou art mindful of him? and the son of man, that t h ou 
visitest him? For thou hast made him a little lower than the · 
angels and hast crowned him with glory and honor." Pascal 
argues as follows: Christianity, being the only religion 
which can reconcile both the misery and grandeur of man, must 
therefore be the only one wor t h of his consideration. 
The following quotations from his works are especial-
ly interesting to me, because they contain either a delicate 




"Il n'aime plus cette personne qu'il aimait i1 y a 
dix ans. Je crois bien: elle n'est plus la meme, ni lui non 
plus; il etait jeune et elle aussi; elle est tout autre. Il 
l'aimerait peut-~tre, telle qu'ell~ ~tait alors." 
I I\. 1'.. J ( 
"Le nez de Cleopatre : s'il eut ete plus court, tout e 
I 
la face de la terre aurait change." 
' ~ 
"Rien n'est si insupportable a l'homme que d'etre 
dans un plein repos, sans pas~ions, sans affaire, · sans diver-
tissement, sans application. Il sent alors son neant, son 
abandon, son insuffisance, sa d~pendance, son impuissance, son 
vide. Incontinent il sortira du fond de son arne l'ennui, la 
noirceur, 1a tristesse, le chagrin, le depit, le desespoir." 
I 
"Le present n'est jamais notre fin: le pas se et le 
I present sent nos moyens; le seul avenir est notre fin. 
Ainsi nous ne vivons jamais, mais nous esperons de vivre; et 
nous disposant toujours a etre heureux, il est inevitable que 
nous ne le soyons jamais." 
"Quelle raison ont-ils de dire qu'on ne peut res-
susciter? Quel est plus difficile, de na1tre ou de ressusciter, 
• que ce qui n'a jamais ete soit, ou que ce qui a ete soit encore? 
est-il plus difficile de venir en etre que d'y revenir? La 
coutume nous rend l'un facile, le manque de coutume rend l'autre 
impossible: populaire facon de juger!" 
"C'est le coeur qui sent Dieu, et non la raison. 11 
La Rochefoucauld was born . in Paris in 1613. Though 
belonging to an ancient family, he received a very limited 
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education, and at the age of sixteen entered the army. His 
career from then until 1652 was full of adventure and intrigue, 
first in connection with Richelieu, then in the Fronde. 
Having been severely wounded in 1652, he retired from active 
life, his health impaired, his fortune reduced, disappointed 
in his ambitions and embittered at heart. He has left a 
series of maxims which are full of a melancholy, pessimistic 
philosophy. From a literary point of view, they must be 
considered one of the gems of French literature. To be sure, 
they are not free from defects of style, showing the in-
fluence of the preciosite, as we would naturally expect, 
knowing that he was a frequenter of the salons and that he 
often submitted his maxims for correction to the people who 
were assembled there. He was a real artist in the use of 
words, being able to conceal his attention to details by a 
delicacy and clearness of touch. In 1664, his Maximes ap-
peared under the title 11 Reflexions ou Sentences et Maximes 
Morales." Several editions were published while he was liv-
ing, the last date being 1678. We may give the gist of his 
:philosophic system in these words: "Les vertus se perdent 
dans l'inter&t comme les ;fil euves dans lamer." For him, the 
two motives for all human conduct are self-interest and 
"amour-propre." There is no virtue which is not called forth 
by the desire to make a fortune, or by love of glory, or 
fear of shame. The refusal of praise shows a desire to be 
praised twice as much. Gratitude is a secret desire to 
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receive more benefits. Pity is a feeling produced within 
ourselves because of what we have suffered. Friendship is 
always a means of gaining something for ourselves. In spite 
of the melE~ncholy spirit of the work as a whole, there is a 
touch of humor and evidence of a keen understanding of human 
nature in certain lines. For example: 
"La philosophie triomphe aisement des maux passes 
' I 
et des maux a venir, mais les maux presents triomphent d'elle." 
"Il faut de plus grandes vertus pour soutenir la 
bonne fortune que la mauvaise." 
"Le soleil ni la mort ne se peuvent regarder fixe-
ment." 
"On n'est jamais si heureux .ni si malheureux qu ' on 
s'irnagine." 
"L'amour aussi bien que le feu, ne peut subsister 
sans un mouvement continuel , et il cesse de vivre des qu'il 
cesse d'esperer ou de craindre." 
"On n'est jamais si ridicule par les qualites que 
l'on a que par celles que l'on affecte d'avoir." 
"Il est plus facile de para1tre digne des emploies 
qu'on n'a pas que de ceux que l'on exerce." 
"Le trop grand empressement qu'on a de s'acquitter 
d'une obligation est une espece d' .ingratitude." 
"Les esprits mediocres condamnent d'ordinaire tout 
I 
ce qui passe leur portee." 
Pascal and La Rochefoucauld are the exact opposites 
of each other in viewpoint and character. In one case, the 
harsh experiences of life had the effect of sweetening the 
spirit and making it more optimistic; while, in the other, 
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pessimism triumphed. Some of the maxims bear a striking re-
semblance to verses in "Ecclesiastes." Even the familiar and 
beautiful words, "Cast thy bread upon the waters, for thou 
shalt find it after many days," would be interpreted by La 
Rochefoucauld as referring to self-interest. He would say 
with the Preacher of old, "I have seen all the works that are 
done under the sun; and behold, all is vanity and vexation of 
spirit." 
Jean de la Bruyere came of a good bourgeois family. 
I In 1684, he became tutor · to the grandson of the great Conde 
and the remainder of his life was spent with the Conde family. 
In 1688, he published a translation of · "The Characters" of 
Theophrastus, which was followed by his own work, "Les carac-
teres sur les moeurs de ce siecle." This work passed through 
nine editions in his lifetime and may be favorably compared 
to "The Spectator" by Addison. He is a painter of realistic 
details. He delights in satirizing the nobility and he has 
left us a series of contemporary social types whose protraits 
are interspersed with philoso phical conclus1ons. In his sym-
pathy for the people he is a precursor of the 18th century. 
I will quote a few of his sayings which I like, because of 
their wholesome humor: 
"Il y a peu de femmes si parfaites, qu'elles 
1? 
empechent un mari de se repentir du moins une fois le jour 
d'avoir une femme, ou de trouver heureux celui qui n'en a 
point." 
"Les choses les plus souhaitees n'arrivent point; 
ou si elles arrivent, ce n'est ni dans le temps ni dans les 
circonstances ou elles auraient fait un extreme plaisir." 
"Il n'y a guere au monde un plus bel exces que celui 
de la reconnaissance." 
. ' 
"C'est une grande nu.sere que de n'avoir pas assez 
d'esprit pour bien parler, ni assez de jugement pour se taire. 
Voila le principe de toute impertinence." 
"Il n'y a pour l'homme que trois evenements; na'l:tre, 
vivre, et mourir. Il ne se sent pas naitre, il souffre a 
mourir et il oublie de vivre." 
These sentences are entirely lacking in the spirit 
of pessimism pervading the ]fuxims of La Rochefoucauld. La 
Bruyere is the "Abe Martin" of the classical period. 
One of the most charming writers of this period is 
Mme. de Sevigne who has been well described in these words: 
She was "merveilleusement disposee pour assister au spectacle 
de la vie, assez sensible pour s'en emouvoir, assez gaie pour 
s'en amuser, assez philosophe pour le comprendre." Her hus-
band was killed in a duel in 1651, leaving to his wife the 
care of an infant son and daughter. Henceforth, her life's 
interest was in her children, particularly in her daughter, 
who in 1669 married the Count of Grigrian. Two years later, 
• 
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]!me. de Grignan followed her husband to Provence, where he was 
Lieutenant-general, and it was then that Mine. de Sevigne be-
gan to write to her daughter those letters, which, with the 
letters written to other relatives and friends, give her an 
enviable position in literature. Her affection for her daught-
er has been a subject of much cownent and some critics have 
believed it lacking in sincerity. It seems to me that she is 
sincere enough in this respect but that she allowed her affec-
tion to narrow her view of life. Consequently she is selfish 
and shows no broad feeling of love for all humanity. She 
feels no sympathy for the poor but she surveys them from a 
height with a sentiment of ironical mockery. 
"Les Lettres" of Mme. de Sevigne are one of the monu-
ments of French literature. Their language is conversational. 
"Elle laisse courir sa plume, la bride sur le cou.n They are 
especially pleasing on account of their simplicity and natural-
ness. The style is remarkably free and easy as a result of 
continuous practice in writing from the best models since 
childhood. In every sentence we see evidence of a most vivid 
imagination. In fact, these letters may be called a tableau-
vivant of the age: court, city, country-side, domestic life, 
and her own experiences. They are a treaure of information 
in regard to the history and customs of the time. She de-
scribes her tastes, her occupations, her reading, her health, 
her domestic and financial affairs. She tells us that she 
eagerly devours the productions of iflle. de Scudery, of 
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La Calpr enede and of Mine. de La Fayette. She loves the country 
and nature and she describes it gracefully, telling how it 
inspires her. She reflects upon the destiny, customs and 
passions of men. In her correspondence, she is painter~ his-
torian, moralist, and writer. She invents her style with the 
same ease as La Fontaine. She knows the secret of "finesses 
d'expression," of "delicatesses du langage," of "nuances les 
plus deliees." 
In the 17th century we may distinguish two distinct, 
opposite styles of writing. The scholarly, polished style was 
founded by ~~lherbe and Balzac and was advised by Boileau on 
every occasion. Beside this, is another which is free, capri-
cious , mobile, without tradional method. I Montaigne and Regnier 
had already given admirable samples of it. It is the kind 
used by Mme. de Sevigne, La Fontaine, and Moliere. 1hne. de 
Sevigne once said, "Si je pouvais seulement vivre deux cents 
ans, il me semble que je serais une personne tres admirable. 11 
Without expecting it, she has won an admiration which asso-
ciates her name with genius. 
Mari e Pioche de Lavergne was born in Paris in 1634 
I • I I 
and, like her friend, Mine. de Sev~gne, was the pupil of Menage. 
She learned Latin, Greek, and Italian with an ease which de-
lighted her masters. It is said that after three months of 
study, she understood better than her teachers the delicate 
passages of the poets. Her father died when she was fifteen 
years of age and her mother urged her to marry a cousin of 
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the marquis de S~vign~. In 1655 she became wife of Count La 
Fayette and followed him to Auvergne. For some reason, they 
separated within a few years; in 1660 Mme. de La Fayette re-
turned to Paris and the Count continued to live on his estates 
where he died in 1683. She had already frequented the salons 
of the "precieux11 where she wa s known by the name of Felician. 
Leiters discove red at Turin in 1880 by A. D. Ferrero prove 
that she played an important part in the politics of t h is period. 
She was no other than diplomatic agent for Mlle. de Nemours 
and defended her interests bGfore Louis XIV. She became the 
friend and confidant of Henriette d'Angleterre. In 1655, she 
formed a close intimacy with La Rochefoucauld which continued 
until his death in 1680. She surviv.ed him by thirteen years 
and she lived during this time the austere life of a Jansenist. 
In 1662 she published "1:!ademoiselle de Montpensier;" in 1670, 
"Zayde.;" in 1678, "La Prince sse de Cleves;" she also wrote 
"La Vie d'Henriette d'Angleterre" and "Memoires de la Cour de 
France" for years ·1688-89. 
"La Princesse de Cleves" is the only masterpiece in 
a novel of which the 17th century can boast. Mme. de La Fayette 
is the first one to make the novel a real work of art. This 
story has within it a touch of realism and true sentiment. 
Borrowing the technique of Carnelian. drama and applying it for 
the . first time to the novel, the author presents a simple sit-
uation in terms that are psychologically true to life. The 
subject is, according to Lanson, that of "Polyeucte mains la 
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religion." A married woman loves a courtier who is not her 
husband, and becoming aware of the growth of her affection, 
appeals to her husband to protect her against herself. 
Thinking himself deceived, M. de Cleves falls ill and dies, 
though not without being told of his error,· whereunon his wife 
4 ' 
free to choose her lover, chooses instead a life of seclusion. 
The pathos and beauty of the work are a great surprise in this 
age and we feel that here the author has unveiled the tender-
ness and sensibility of her own soul. It is interesting to 
observe that this novel was written while the author was en-
joying the friendship of La Rochefoucauld. Literature was a 
common interest with them and it is easy to see their mutual 
influence upon each other's works; ]!me. De La Fayette once re-
marked, "Il m'a donne de l'esprit, mais j'ai reforme son 
coeur. 11 Under her influence he noticeably softened his 
nMaximes" in editions of '72 and '78. 
It is perhaps worth-while to notice the similarity 
between the masterpiece of Mme. de La Fayette and the last 
novel of Raymond Radiguet- "Le Bal du Comte D'Orgel." The 
latter is a story of the unspoken development of love betwe en 
Francois de Leryeuse and Comtesse d'Orgel, wife of his best 
friend. The purpose of each is to bury affection unuttered. 
The countess is the last to discover the nature of the emotion 
and it causes her great anguish and terror. She appeals for 
counsel to the mother of Leryeuse. She carries the information 
to her son and gives him the first intimation that his love 
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is reciprocated. The Countess begs him to fabricate an excuse 
for breaking off relations with the D'Orgel household, but he 
seizes the advantage to press his suit. In desperation, she 
confesses to her husband. D'Orgel is bluff, rather stupid, 
and has great a ffection for Fran~ois and his wife. He can-
not make himself believe that t he situation is serious. He 
says, "This is absurd. We must find some way of fixing all 
this." She looks at him from another world. It is impossible 
for them to understand each other. 
No character of this period is more interesting than 
Jean de La Fontaine who was born in 1621 at Chateau-Thierry. 
His father was "maitre des eaux et forets" and "capitaine des 
chasses;" without doubt, it was in his company that the poet 
learned to love the beauty of fields and woods. He was a 
long time in discovering his true calling. At the age of 
nineteen, he took up the study of theology but, before the end 
of two years, he decided tha t he was not meant to be a church-
man; he turned to law, but this was no more pleasing to him. 
In 1664 he returned to Chateau-Thierry, inherited his father's 
position and married 1.n::arie Herica rt, a romantic child, twelve 
years his junior. He was such a poor manager that there · was 
a disagreement soon which sent La Fontaine to Paris to try 
his fortune in literature. His epitaph written by himself 
describes perfectly his care-free manner of life: 
"Jean s'en alla cowne il etait venu, 
Mangea le fonds avec le revenu, 
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Tint les tr~s ors chose peu necessaire, 
' Quant a son temps, bien le sut dispenser: 
Deux parts en fit, dont il soulait passer 
' . ' L'une a dorm1.r et l'autre a ne rien faire." 
In his reading, he adored Voiture, Benserade, and 
was infatuated with Rabelais, Marot, and Boccace. He enjoyed 
delving into the 1nimic world of Ovid in which every plant and 
flower has a story and nearly always a love-story. His own 
writing began with an adaptation .of Eunuchus of Terence which 
showed his epicurean attitude and his gift of phrase. At 
about this tim·e, he formed a miniature society for literature 
and pleasure with Moliere, Boileau, and Racine. In one of 
their first meetings, he read to them a poem entitled "Amours 
de Psyche 11 where these four friends are represented · under 
the names of G~laste ( Moli~re), Ariste (Boileau), Acanthe 
(Racine), and Polyphile (La Fontaine ) . Hear him as he cele-
brates his joy in all creation, nature, and art: 
"Volupt ~ , volupt~, qui fut jadis ma1tresse 
Du plus bel esprit de la Gr~ce. 11 
"J'aime le jeu, l' amour, les livres, la musique, 
La ville et la campagne, enfin tout; il n'est rien 
Qui ne me soit souverain bien, 
Jusqu'au sombre plaisir d'un coeur melancolique." 
He is an extreme type of the artistic temperament, as shown 
by the vivacity and variety of his tastes. 
As he needed protec tion all his life, the list of 
protectors is long. I I In 1657 he became protege of Fouquet, the 
wealthy and powerful minister of Louis XIV. In this capacity, 
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he wrote several short poems, the best of which, "Adonis , " 
shows remarkable feeling for bucolic nature. He had courage 
enough to stand by Fouquet after the latter's fall from grace 
and implored the f avor of the king in "Elegie aux numphes de 
vaux . n 
In 1667 La Fontaine became the prot~g~ of 
the pleasure-loving Duchess of Bouillon, niece of 1~zarin. 
In 1672 he passed under the protection of ]!~e. de la Sabliere, 
wife of a rich financier, with v;hom he lived during 20 years. 
It was she who inspired his inaugural address before the 
French Academy. Upon her dea th, 1~ne. d' He rvart took him 
under he r protection . Mea nwhi le, he had been received into 
the French Academy (1684) and he had entered the society "des 
Vendome et des Conti." He died April 13, 1695. Three days 
before his end, he wrote in perfect candor to his friend, 
1.,[aucroix: 
"l,[ourir n'est ri en, m.a is songes-tu :}Ue je vais com-
para! tre devant Dieu! Tu sais C0illi1le j I ai vecu. II 
When he was lying on his death bed, a priest vivid-
ly described to him the terrors of Hell so that La Fontaine 
shuddered. w~en his nurse saw him so anxious and disturbed, 
she said, nnieu n'aura jamais le courage dele damner . " It 
has been said that if God punishes only criminal intention, 
no one was ever mo re excusable than La Fontaine. He had no 
comprehension of the words law, obligation, duty. He was 
not i~~oral but a-moral (without morals). 
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La Fontaine wrote several books of "Contes;" he 
tried tragedy and comedy; he composed poetry; he wrote letters 
in verse; but it is in "Les Fables" that he distinguished him-
self by producing a unique form of literature. "Les Fables" 
to the number of about 250 appeared in 12 books which were 
published separately: in 1668 the six first books, dedicated 
to Uonseigneur le Dauphin, the oldest son of Louis XIV; in 
1678-79 the five following books, dedicated to Mme. de Montes-
pan; in 1694, the twelfth book, dedicated to the duke of 
Bourgogne, the grand-son Of Louis XIV. La Fontaine borrowed 
the subjects of his fables from Aesop, Phedre, various French 
and Italian story-tellers and an Indian writer Pilpay. He 
was also much influenced by his friend Bernier, a celebrated 
traveller, who had visited the greater part of Asia . By a 
marvellous art, he appropriates and transforms whatever he 
borrows. "Man imitation n•est point un esclavage," he says. 
He changes a cold apologue into a little drama of str iking 
originality. La Fontaine is first of all an artist who 
wished "autant plaire qu'instruire." He has all the gifts of 
a dramatic poet, the art of making his characters live and of 
lending to them language suitable to their characters. He 
has been able to say that he had transformed the ancient fable 
into 
"Une ample comedie, a cent actes divers, 
Et dont la scene est l'univers." 
La Fontaine's work is in every way an exc eption t o 
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the strict rules of classicism. He constantly varies his 
versification to fit the idea to be conveyed; it is one of 
the most supple and most ingenious which the French language 
has ever known. Now it is gay and swift, now solemn and 
gr andt bu t it is always poetic. His fables are rich in true 
sentiment and he is a most keen observer of human nature. He 
paints, with a picturesque stroke, plants, beasts, and people; 
he loves nature; he throws himself into his work with his 
opinions and his tastes. Lamartine, "le doux poete, l'amant 
de l'ideal," had no feeling of appreciation for the fables . 
He tells us that they once made him learn by heart one of 
them; he was completely disgusted by "ces vers boiteux, dis-
loques, inegaux, sans s~netrie ni dans l'oreille ni sur la 
page;" he was made angry by these stories of animals which 
speak, study lessons, make fun of each other, which are con-
ceited, miserly, pitiless, incapable of friendship and ~re 
more wicked than human beings. Rousseau, in his "Emile," 
has violently criticized "Le Corbeau et Le Renard," tearing 
it to pieces word by word. He thinks that the cheese must 
have had a very strong odor to be smelled by the fo x which 
was so far removed from the place where the bird was perched. 
He comments on the word "langage" and asks i:f :foxes speak 
the same language as crovll"s. He wonders what right the 
crow has to the title "maitre." He criticizes a useless 
repetition in the sixth line of the fable. He thinks that 
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the story teaches children that it is a common thing to lie. 
He considers it a mistake to teach children to compare such 
diverse things as voice and plumage; it is not sensible to 
compare crow with a mythological being; "ne se sent pas de-
joie" shows more feeling than a child can appreciate. In 
short, Rousseau thinks that this fable has a bad effect unon 
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the morals of children, teaching them to try the trick of the 
fo x in dealing with others. However, in spite of the hostility 
of Lamartine, Rousseau, and others like them, the majority of 
mature readers appreciate the unique ability of La Fontaine. 
His method is to shift interest from on~ point of situation 
to another, to give us glimpses rather than full-tone pictures, 
to strike off in a phrase or even a word the essence of the 
matter. He had at his command immense technical resources. 
He knew French as few of his contemporaries did; his lan-
guage is that of the soil, rich and full of color, like that 
of the 16th century. Much of his vocabulary came from ex-
tensive reading: he calls Cat "Raminogrobis," "Grippeminaud," 
"Rodilard." The Lion is parent of Caligula. Conc ision is 
his watchvvord and 11 le mot propre" .!1is goal. The philosophy 
of the Fables is that of classicism. The morals count for 
little; La Fontaine with his bent for pleasure never intended 
to dogmatize on conduct; but he loves to draw true pictures 
of life. In many instances, he- is a realist. 11 Le Rat de 
Ville et Le Rat des Champs" impresses upon our minds the 
truth of the fa!D.iliar words, "Be it ever so humble, there's 
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no ~lace like home." "Le Loup et L'Agneau" is a satire on the 
old proverb "Might makes right." In ttLes Animaux Malades de 
la Peste," the lion is Louis XIV and we see a picture of the 
miscarriage of jus.tic e . "Le Co..che et La Mouche" shows the 
extreme zeal of a busybody. "La Laiti~re et Le Pot au Lait" 
is the experience of many whose dreams of youth have been 
shattered. "Les Deux Pigeons" is full of pathos and realism. 
The first part of it reminds me of the touching story "La 
Chevre de :M. Eeguin" by Alphonse Daudet. Our ovm "Poor Rich-
ard" has expressed the same idea in the familiar proverb, 
"Experience keeps a dear school but fools will learn in no 
other." 
We must not forget to mention Boileau whose "Art 
poetique" is among the first great and epoch-making works ·in 
French literary criticism. He was distinctly a poet of the 
court and held officially the position of court historian. 
He has been called the "Nestor" of French classicism. His 
importance lies not so much in the poetic value of his verse 
as in the influence which he exerted on the men of his gen-
eration. He was a man of independence, outspoken, kind, a 
true friend, as well as defender of high literary ideals, 
making literary perfection a matter of conscience. The rules 
he formulated and the standards he set up, representing the 
doctrines of classicism were generally respected until the 
Romantic School, in the 19th century, introduced new ideals. 
In his "Satires," he describes the folly of gluttony, the 
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unsatisfactory position of pedant, miser and gallant, the sham 
of false nobility, the vanity of unreasonable desires and am-
bitions, and the folly of women. He preaches to poets the 
doctrine of common sense in the writing of verse. Logical 
truth is the sole foundation of art ~ "Ri~n n'est beau que le 
vrai, le vrai seul est aimable." Uature supplies material for 
imitation~ "Que la nature done soit votre ~tude unique." · 
Again- "Jamais de la nature il ne faut s'ecarter." Like Mal-
herbe, he was a tyrant of words and syllables. His ideal 
was perfection in workmanship. "Vingt fois sur le metier 
remettez votre ouvrage, polissez-le sans ces se et le repolissez." 
If we have observed the note of grandeur in all the 
literature, philoso phy, oratory, and criticism of this . age, 
we need not be surprised to find that the drama of this cen-
tury is equally full of the same spirit . Louis XIV and his 
court more consciously fostered the player's art than any 
other, because they saw the intimate connection between the 
drama and contemporary life. nowhere is the perfection of 
absolutism better pictured for us than in the plays of Cor-
neille, Racine, and Moliere. In the tragedies of Corneille 
and Racine, we are called to contemplate not universal human 
nature as in Shakespeare, but a certain restricted caste of 
men and women, greatly idealized, their virtues magnified, 
their common or ugly features unrevealed. Whether the story 
be of republican Rome as in Corneille's "Horace" or of Nero's 
court, as in Racine's "Britannicus," or of the early Christian 
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martyrs, as in "Polyeuc te, " or out of the Old Testament, as 
in Racine's "Athalie" and "Es ther," the character and spirit, 
the philosophy of life, the etiquette and language are inev-
itably of the 17th century. If Corneille in his tragedies 
set forth ,royalty as an absolute unit and a high noble caste 
as receiving from royalty all its admirable qualities, there 
was still left in France a large mass of humanity which could 
by no means be said to come within the social order as he con-
ceived it. Some one ought to represent artistically, not the 
ideal summit of life, narrow, sheer, and artificial, but things 
as they really were. The broad, hearty laugh of Moliere and 
his deep experience of the ways of men were necessary to dis-
cover, analyze and reconstruct real France. There is no name 
in French literature at all comparable vvith that of Moliere. 
"He is, in fact, the one world-genius which the French race 
has produced." Hia life illustrates how the atmosphere of a 
highly organized society under an absolute monarch were pre-
cisely what this talented comedian required to develop into a 
powerful genius. Moli~re went on the stage in 1646 at the age 
of twenty-four. He organized a company with which he travelled 
for twelve years among the country towns and minor cities of 
France. Although at the end of this time he had composed 
many pieces and performed in them, he had achieved only an 
ordinary success when he found himself popular enough to come 
to Paris in 1658 and set up a theatre. His first hall was 
I. 
in the Petit-Bourbon Palace but he soon moved to Pala.is Royal. 
31 
The breath of the capital at once released his hitherto con-
fined activities. Men were wearying of the fashions and man-
ners that had prevailed under Richelieu and Mazarin . "Les 
Precieuses Ridicules," Moliere 's first great comedy and also 
the first great dramatic study of French manners ever written, 
was produced in 1659. ·Allying himself with the new spirit of 
the times, Moli ere ridiculed, in this }Jlay, the affectation, 
the inflated language, the exaggerated manners, the aesthetic 
pedantry of the age. In 1665 he produced a remarkable comedy 
of a different kind, called "Don Juan." On account of the 
dare-devil character of the principal personage, he was at-
tacked for impiety. It was at this juncture that the king en-
couraged the brave comedian by pensioning both him and his 
troupe. Next year came the most subtle, most proround, the 
most poetical of all French dramas, 1'Le Misanthrope, 11 a 
touching protest against the insincerity of ordinary social 
r elations, against cynicism, and polite lying.- This was 
followed by nTartufe," a bold criticism of religious hypo-:" 
crisy, and once more the royal favor had to be exerted to pro-
tect :Moliere from the fury of Jesuits and fools. Most of 
i,[oliere' s plays vvri t ten after 1658 are in the atmos phere of the 
court. The dialogue is courtly. Throughout his works, there 
is a revelation of his personality which is immensely attractive. 
I 
He is fond of the natural. He loves good, ordinary people. 
He scorns sham. Here and there he alludes gracefully to the 
favor the king had shown him and pays homage to the successes 
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of the king; but he never stoops to flattery and there is such 
dignity in his words that it is like one potentate saluting 
another. There is pathos in his death, although it is mingled 
with irony. In a sick condition, he went manfully on the 
stage lest the poor men and women in his employment should suf-
fer for want of work, if he closed the theatre, and it was 
while acting "Malade Imaginaire," a satire on doctors, that he 
suffered a mortal seizure. Uo kinder man ever graced the stage. 
"No eye was ever so sharp to discover human weakness, no heart 
more quick to excuse it." He himself speaks thus of his call-
I ing: "C'est une etrange entreprise que celle de faire rire les 
honnetes gens." Let us never minimize the work of comedians. 
Some of them are among the greatest benefactors of humanity, 
because, for a while at least, they permit human beings to for-
get their troubles. :By laughing over the failings of human 
beings, our hearts are softened and our sympathies broadened. 
Wany times, the comedian shows true heroism. Who, since the 
War, hears Harry Lauder without feeling that his gaiety is a 
camouflage to hide a broken heart? Is there not a tinge of 
sadness in his funniest songs? 
Voltaire ranks this age among the great epochs of 
human history. "The thinker," he says, "and what is still more 
rare, the man of taste will recognize but four periods of the 
world's history in which the arts were brought to perfection, 
and which, serving as epochs of the greatness of the human mind, 
furnish examples for posterity. The four happy periods are, 
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that of Pericles in Greece; that of Augustus in Rome; that of 
the Medici in Italy; and that of Louis XIV in France." 
In the words of Wakeman, "From the court of Louis 
flowed out influences far more potent than those which followed 
the fee t of his soldiers or the coa ches of his diplom~t~. Ver-
sailles set the fashion for the civilized world . French man-
ners, French dress, French speech, French art, French literature, 
French preaching, French science became the property and Inodels 
of civilized Europe. For one hundred years in every department 
of life, from turning of couplet to drilling of recruits, 
from composition of panegyric to design of card-table, every-
thing is ruled by French instinct of order, _ cramped by French 
love of artificial completeness, refined by French genius for 
finish, and illuminated by justness of French taste. There 
are few kings to whom it has been given to dictate to civil-
ization for a century principl es by which she is to live." 
SUMMARY 
Louis XIV was born within the first half of the 
17th century. At no other time in the world's history has 
such phenomenal progress been made in science, art, and liter-
ature. The influence of Louis XIV was so far-reaching that 
this period is often called "le siecle de Louis XIV." .During 
the preceding two centuries there was being formed a standard 
of life in manners, in art, in government which reached its 
full height in the reign of Louis XIV. According to his 
theory of government, the king was the centre, the life-
giving principle of the system in which he ruled. His honor 
was concerned in everything and in nothing is this better 
illustrated than in literature. The unfailing presence and 
abundance of grand tone is what dist.inguishes the literature 
of this age. We must expect all of it to show the marks of 
decorum, dignity, reserve. In spite of this fact, however, 
we are constantly impressed in our study with the vigor, rich-
ness, and originality of the writers of this period. Seldom 
do traditional barriers succeed in enclosing the spirit within 
itself. Although Pascal is a many-sided man, religion is the 
mainspring of his life and a most earnest religious spirit 
dominates all his literary activity. Indeed, we can almost 
see the soul of the man. La Rochefoucauld could entirely 
lose himself in the cynical belief that "les vertus se perdent 
dans l'interet comme les fleuves dans lamer." He is deeply 
in earnest about the matter and we find many of his "maximes" 
striking in their common sense and interpretation of human 
nature. There is a marked differenc.e in individuality between 
him, Pascal, and La Bruyere. 1we. de Sevigne gives her pen 
free rein and, in many places, like La Fontaine and Moliere, 
completely bursts the conventional bounds of classicism. lwe. 
de La Fayette in "La Princesse de Cl~ves" is precursor of the 
modern novelist. No matter how much they may wish to do so, 
none of these writers can entirely ignore the inf luence of 
Boileau, the "Nestor" of French Classicism. Like U.alherbe and 
Balzac, ·this literary monitor is tyrant of words, syllables, 
and phrases. The age of Louis XIV is justly ranked among the 
great epochs of human history. 
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